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Abstract

Parental involvement is assumed to be an important
component of successful school-based family life education
programs.

Historically, however, parents have been

described as uninvolved in their adolescents' sexuality
education.

Few data exist that explain either parents'

non-involvement or adolescents' perceptions of parents as
resources to support healthy sexual development.

Existing

research adopts a narrow, social control perspective on
adolescent sexuality and on evaluation of community-based
sexuality education programs.

Given the increasing numbers

of school-based family life education programs and of
national organizations encouraging parental involvement
components in preventive programs, empirical research on the
interface of school and home-based sexuality education is
needed.
This exploratory study, based on the ecological
developmental model of Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986),
describes eighth graders' perceptions of an existing
school-based sexuality education program and of parents as
resources for problem solving and sex-specific information.
Early adolescents report that these programs increase
comfort when talking with parents, but not frequency of
talking.

Subgroup differences on race, gender, family

structure, and dating status, but not age, mediate reports
on program effectiveness and perception of parents as a
resource.

More attention must be given to differences

within age-graded groups.
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Introduction

Parental involvement is a major component of the
current solutions proposed by social scientists to problems
teenagers' behavior poses for society and themselves.
Having moved from a storm and stress view of
parent-adolescent relationships that emphasized rejection of
parents and reliance on peers, social scientists today
stress the continued importance of parents as agents of
influence on adolescent development (Steinberg, 1987).
This altered emphasis is reflected in the final reports
of recent large scale studies of American adolescents.
Recent national studies advocating parental involvement
program components as important mechanisms for promoting
healthy adolescent development in the United States include:
Healthy Youth by the Year 2000 (American Medical
Association, 1990), Turning Points: Preparing America's
Youth for the 21st Century (The Carnegie Council on
Adolescent Development, 1989), and Youth and America's
Future (William T. Grant Foundation, 1988).

All espouse the

need for the joint efforts of parents, schools, and
communities in the promotion of healthy adolescent
development.
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However, little useful empirical data exists to guide
program development.

After reviewing 41 primary prevention

programs for parents and adolescents for the Carnegie
Council on Adolescent Development, Small (1990) observes
"the absence of a research and theory based framework to
guide [prevention) program development" (p. 76).
Brooks-Gunn and

Furstenberg (1989) conclude in a review of

sexuality intervention programs,

"Program development occurs

in what seems to be a social science vacuum"

(p. 56).

Both

reviews reiterate the conclusion of the frequently cited NRC
(National Research Council) two year study of adolescent
sexuality, pregnancy and childbearing begun in 1984 (Hayes,
1987):

specific programmatic recommendations can not be

offered because insufficient conclusive data exist to guide
recommendations in areas of clearly identified need.
School-based family life and sexuality education
programs reflect the renewed emphasis on parental
involvement.

These programs arose in response to the

declining age of first intercourse and the increasing number
of pregnancies and STDs (sexually transmitted diseases)
among American adolescents (Jorgensen, 1983).

The percent

of unmarried adolescent females aged 15-19 who were sexually
active (defined as having experienced intercourse at least
once) rose from 28% to 46% between 1971 and 1979 (Zelnik &
Kantner, 1980).

Between 1982 and 1988, the percent for the

same age group rose from 47% to 53% (Moore, 1990).
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The United States leads all developed nations in the
number of adolescent pregnancies, and the lead is greatest
with early adolescents (Hayes, 1987; Jones, Forrest,
Goldman, Henshaw, Lincoln, Rosoff, Westoff, & Wulf, 1985)
American girls less than 15 years old are four to five times
more likely to give birth than their counterparts in any
other developed country for which data are available; rates
for pregnancies and abortions are similar (Hayes, 1987).

In

1985, 3% of teenage pregnancies were in girls under 15; 36%
were in girls 15-17; 61% were in girls 18-19 (Gans, 1990)
In 1988, there were 10,588 births to females under 15
(Moore, 1990).

The rate of births to teenagers aged 15-19

increased by 10% between 1986 and 1988; the increase is
significant.
Because of these serious social problems, problematic
outcomes of sexual activity have been the primary focus of
research.

A narrow, social problem approach has dominated

federal funding initiatives since the 1970's (see Jorgensen,
1983, and Casper, 1990, for historical accounts). In spite
of the large scale investment in problem-oriented research,
little progress has been made in changing adolescent sexual
behavior.

Gathering

descriptive and explanatory data that

enhance understanding of sexual development as part of human
development has not been a focal concern.

As Lipsitz (1991)

stated when discussing the relationship between public
policy and research efforts regarding poverty, "We are now
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awash with data .... We have information but lack knowledge"
(p. 24).
The continuing rise of teen pregnancy and STDs attests
to our lack of useful knowledge.

While the current AIDS

crisis is supporting growth in the nwnber of state-wide
sexuality education programs, it is also reinforcing a
problem-oriented rather than developmental approach to
adolescent sexuality in both research and education.
The growth in school-based family life and sexuality
education programs offers researchers an opportunity and
challenge to study sexuality from a developmental
perspective and to work as partners with schools in
producing effective programs (Scales, 1981).

To enhance

understanding of sexuality development and contribute to
effective program development, research must build a
foundation of empirical knowledge.

Neither the process of

communication within the family about sexuality nor the
influence of outside forces, such as school-based programs,
on that process is understood.
This study represents the outcome of a collaborative
effort between the researcher and school personnel
representing an existing family life education program.

The

focus is on the interface between school-based sexuality
education and parent-child communication in the home about
sexuality.

Given the sensitivity of the topic and the use

of a middle school population, sexuality is approached as
heterosexuality only.

A developmental ecological framework
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is used to guide assessment of the perceived impact of
school-based sexuality education programs on direct verbal
communication patterns between early adolescents and their
parents.
Theoretical Mode l
Bronfenbrenner's ecological model provides a useful
framework for addressing the effects of school-based
sexuality education on parent-child communication processes
in the home during early adolescence (Bronfenbrenner, 1977,
1986).

He conceptualizes environment as a series of

embedded systems that directly and indirectly influence
human development and each other.

Bronfenbrenner (1986)

delineates the use of his model as a guide for family
research.

I will highlight the implications for this study.

At the microsystem level, changes within the child and
his immediate contexts (family, peer, school) affect
individual development.

At this level, research on

adolescent sexual development must take into account the
physical, cognitive, and social changes occurring within the
adolescent (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989; Jorgensen,
1983).

Self-reflective thought, perspective taking, and the

ability to deal with the possible and the future mark
cognitive growth in adolescence (Steinberg, 1985).
Information received in Family Life Education classes,
physical changes in ones body and those of ones peers,
personal experiences with dating, parents' dating behaviors,
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and changing roles and relationships within the family are
all potential objects of reflection and discussion.
At the mesosystem level, changes in the different
contexts interact and affect one another, and in turn affect
the developing individual.

Bronfenbrenner (1986) notes,

"The processes operating in different settings are not
independent of each other ... events at home can affect the
child's progress in school, and vice versa" (p. 723).
A process identified by Bronfenbrenner for future
research is "transitive feedback,• i.e., the reorganization
of the family system which follows a child's entrance into a
new external system.

This reorganization can lead to "post

transition changes in relations between settings, such as
greater involvement of the parent in the child's education"
(p. 734).

Existing studies of family-oriented prevention

and enrichment programs focus on techniques for increasing
parent involvement rather than on the processes occurring
within the family.

Are school-based programs producing

children who are more proactive in seeking information from
parents?

Are programs providing models for parents in

dealing with the timing and content of sexuality education?
Investigation of these mesosystem level questions is needed.
At the broadest level, the chronosystem, normative and
nonnormative transitions serve both as direct impetuses for
developmental change in the child and as indirect influences
which affect family processes.

Normative transitions

include such things as school entry at different academic
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levels and puberty.

Included in nonnormative changes are

off-time (early or late) pubertal development, dating,
parental divorce, and remarriage.

Culturally and

historically shaped expectations of normative events, such
as dating (Dornbusch, Carlsmith, Gross, Martin, Jennings,
Rosenberg, & Duke, 1981) and marriage, serve as impetuses
for changes in both parents and children.
Intra-familial processes can be most productively
viewed using the person-process-context model
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986).

The impact of a particular external

environment on the family is not independent of the personal
characteristics of individual family members or of the
family context.

Differences in family structure and size,

social class, and culture are expected to mediate the impact
of internal events or external influences.

This diversity

has not been adequately addressed in research on parental
involvement in particular (Fisher, 1989; Small, 1990), or in
interpretations of research findings in general (Baumrind,
1987)
Definitions Used in This Study
Parental Involvement.

The construct parental

involvement will be limited to direct verbal communication
about sexuality between adolescents and parents.

Direct

communication about sexuality is the target of criticisms
regarding the parental role in sexual socialization and of
interventions via school-based sexuality education programs.
For excellent reviews and discussions

of other forms of
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parental involvement, the reader is referred to Fox, 1981;
Miller & Dyke, in press; and, Roberts, Kline, & Gagnon,
1978.
Sexuality.

Miller and Fox (1987) categorize theories

of sexuality into two paradigms: sexuality as "nature's
imperative" and sexuality as socially learned behavior.

The

first paradigm defines sexuality as a drive and emphasizes
control.

The second defines sexuality as learning process

and emphasizes socialization and motivation.
In the drive/control paradigm, sexuality is an
emergent, internal, driving force that, when inadequately
channeled, is socially disruptive.

Control of internally

driven sexual expression by external social agents,
particularly parents, is typically emphasized.

The products

of inadequate control, namely culturally defined "early"
sexual activity, pregnancy, and STDs, are studied.

High

rates of adolescent sexual activity and pregnancies are
attributed to inadequate intra-individual restraint,
interpersonal restraint, and external societal control.
In the motivation/learning paradigm, sexuality is
viewed as primarily socially learned behavior and defined as
a lifelong learning process.

Sexuality is treated as an

aspect of human experience that evolves over time and needs
to be successfully integrated into ones human identity and
relationships, not eliminated like other risk behaviors
(Boxer & Petersen, 1986; Jorgensen, 1983; Petersen & Boxer,
1982; Roberts et al., 1978).

While the biological basis is
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acknowledged, the process of sexual socialization is focal.
Agents of sexual socialization, mechanisms, and messages are
studied.

Social learning and interaction are emphasized.

Most research on adolescent sexuality adopts a
problem-oriented approach (Jorgensen, 1983; Lipsitz, 1991;
Roberts et al., 1978).

Sexuality is treated as an internal,

socially disruptive drive constantly pushing for expression.
Implicitly, adolescent sexuality is defined as a social
problem, not a developmental phenomenon.

It is narrowly

equated with intercourse behavior, fertility, pregnancy, and
STDs (Jorgensen, 1983).

It is studied as a high risk

behavior to be controlled because of negative social
outcomes to society, the adolescent, and the offspring.
Measurements comprise age of onset, frequencies of
intercourse, pregnancies, and abortions, and use of
contraceptives.

Frequency data predominates.

A process-oriented approach to sexuality as socially
learned behavior and part of human development is relatively
rare (Paikoff & Brooks-Gunn, in press).

Petersen and Boxer

(1982), researchers exemplifying this more developmental
approach, define "sex drive" as motivation to reproduce
rather than as an uncontrollable urge to achieve orgasm.
Sexuality as sexual interest and motivation is
differentiated from sexual expression and behavior (Boxer,
Levinson, & Petersen, 1989).

Research emphasizes learning

and focuses on understanding the interactive processes by
which sexual interest is labeled and shaped.
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School-based sexuality education programs define sex as
socially learned behavior when delineating philosophy,
content, and instructional strategies.

As President of

SIECUS (Sex Information and Education Council of the United
States), Calderone (1981) cites the 1975 World Health
Organization report on sexual health when she addresses the
challenge and goal of sexuality education in the eighties:
Sexual health is an integration of the somatic,
emotional, intellectual, and social aspects of sexual
being, in ways that are positively enriching and that
enhance personality, communication, and love. (p. 248)
The American Medical Association's description of sexuality
reiterates SIECUS' holistic approach:
Human sexuality is involved in what we do, but it is
also what we are.

It is an identification, an

activity, a drive,a biological and emotional process,
an outlook and an expression of the self.
(Roberts et al., 1978, p. 2)
This holistic philosophy of sexuality education is congruent
with the motivation/learning paradigm.
However, on the level of outcomes and funding,
sexuality education programs are defined, justified, and
evaluated primarily as a means of controlling socially
problematic behavior.

Their success is judged according to

the goals of the drive/control paradigm.

Reduction in early

sexual activity, pregnancies, and STDs is treated as the
primary goal, and therefore, the focus of evaluation.

The
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results of this narrowly focused evaluation and limited
definition are discouraging statistics about sexual
behaviors, little useful knowledge about effective means of
supporting healthy sexual development, and a paucity of
evidence to support the continuation of sexuality education
programs.
This study research takes a small step toward
addressing the imbalance between social control and
developmentally oriented research on adolescent sexuality.
The definition of sexuality assumed is the more holistic one
voiced by Calderone and Roberts et al.

The defined area of

study, parent-child communication, is congruent with
Peterson's developmental, social learning approach to
research.

The mesosystem level of analysis is a response to

the need identified by Bronfenbrenner for analyses of
transitive feedback processes.
Developmental Period: The Importance of Early Adolescence
Early adolescence is a developmental period of
particular importance for research that addresses sexuality
education and parent-child communication patterns.

First,

hormone changes occurring at puberty are linked to physical
changes in the bodies of self and peers, increased libido,
and more salient sexual sensations.

For adolescents, these

biological changes make their bodies objects of reflection
(Smith, 1989) and anxiety.

Within the family context, these

changes are experienced indirectly by parents, and evoke
changes in family functioning (Hill & Holmbeck, 1986;
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Holmbeck & Hill, 1991).

Due to these cumulative changes,

information about sexuality may be more salient to
adolescents (Westney, Jenkins, & Benjamin, 1983), and there
fore, more likely to be topics of private reflection and
potential discussion.

No data, however, is available

concerning this last conjecture.
Second, 99% of the basic sex-related concepts are
acquired by age 15, with the peak years being ages 12 and
13, or grades 7 and 8 (Thornburg, 1981).

In studies done by

Thornburg from 1967 through 1979, peers were consistently
the most prevalent source of information about sex, with
literature, mothers, and schools following in that order.
While Thornburg's studies are widely quoted, they are
retrospective and do not include early adolescents.

They

were carried out when school-based sexuality education
programs were less widespread, and AIDS was not a recognized
threat.

Basic sex-related concepts are now taught in

sexuality education courses.
As early adolescents are exposed to more information
and more opportunities for heterosexual interactions, such
as dating, the salience and personal meaning of sex-specific
topics are likely to change.

Papini et al.

(1988) suggest

that both sources selected and topics chosen for discussion
may change with the amount of experience and comfort
adolescents have with sexual sensations and with
heterosexual relationships.

Who early adolescents with

varying degrees of heterosexual experience choose for
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discussion of what sexuality topics and why is
uninvestigated.
Third, early adolescence marks the beginning of a
transformation of family relations and the gradual movement
toward increased importance of peer group (Steinberg & Hill,
1978; Youniss & Smollar, 1985).

Within both the family and

peer group, new meanings become attached to behavior at
puberty (Boxer & Petersen, 1986; Petersen, 1982).

Having a

girl friend means something different to pubertal boys,
their peers, and their parents than it meant during
elementary school.

Similarly, frequent or infrequent dating

in middle school versus high school may be viewed different
ly by parents and by adolescents.
Communication with early adolescents may be more
difficult than with younger children or late adolescents.
Changing cognitive characteristics may make them overly
sensitive to parental input and likely to misinterpret what
parents say (Small, 1990).

Effects of cognitive development

in adolescents are generally ignored in research on
adolescent sexuality (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989;
Paikoff & Brooks-Gunn, in press).

Furthermore, roles shift

within the family during adolescence.

Small (1990) suggests

that parents change from being all-knowing sources of
information to guides who help adolescents learn to find
needed resources on their own.

What makes parents a salient

resource for adolescents is uninvestigated.
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On the level of transitive processes, Peters (1985)
found that knowledge gained by students in college courses
and shared with parents at home can change parents'
attitudes and knowledge about sexuality.

No research has

addressed the impact of mandatory sexuality education on
parents' attitudes and communication behaviors.
Finally, the best opportunity to influence adolescent
sexual behavior is before the onset of sexual activity
(Howard & McCabe, 1990).

Although age of first intercourse

is declining and basic sexuality concepts are being taught
at younger ages in school programs, little sexuality
research with early adolescents exists (Hayes, 1987).
Research including adolescents less than age 15 is needed to
enhance understanding of sexuality as a developmental
process and to serve as a baseline for longitudinal
research.

Furthermore, the effects of sexuality education

programs appear to be more incremental and cumulative than
initially anticipated (Eisen, Zellman, & McAlister, 1990).
Demonstration of short-term effects is needed to justify the
continued existence of these programs so that long-term
effects can be accurately assessed.
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Literature Review

Although research on the family as context for
socialization underwent "a hiatus" from the early 1970's to
the early 1980's, researchers are again examining the role
of parents throughout the second decade of life (Steinberg,
1987).

The importance of parents as sexual socialization

agents has been assumed throughout the history of research
on adolescent sexuality (Darling & Hicks, 1982; Fox, 1981;
Gagnon & Simon, 1973; Lewis, 1973; Petersen & Boxer, 1982;
Power & Shanks, 1989; Reiss, 1980; Spanier, 1977; Thornburg,
1972; Thornton & Camburn, 1987; Walters & Walters, 1983)
While proposed mechanisms of parental influence on
behavior and attitudes have varied over time, current
research emphasizes parents' provision of normative con
texts, opportunities for self-disclosure, and motivation to
personalize information (Boxer et al., 1989; Eisen et al,
1990; Fisher, 1986, 1987, 1989; Gordon & Dickman, 1980;
Miller & Fox, 1987; Miller & Moore, 1990; Papini, Farmer,
Clark, & Snell, 1988; Rienzo, 1989)
Recurrent Themes
Three themes recur in research which addresses parental
involvement in adolescent sexuality development: (a) both
parents and adolescents want parents to be the primary sex
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educator;

(b) parents do not cormnunicate directly with

adolescents about sexuality; and,

(c) parental involvement

is needed for successful school-based sex education programs
(Alexander & Jorgensen, 1983; Bennett & Dickinson, 1980;
Fox, 1986; Handelsman, Cabral & Weisfeld, 1987; Hodson &
Wampler, 1988; Jorgensen, 1981; Noller & Bagi, 1985; Roberts
et al., 1978; Scales, 1981; Walters & Walters, 1983).

Each

theme is addressed briefly as it relates to the interface
between home- and school-based sexuality education.
Untested assumptions and generalizations, methodological
weaknesses, and implications for research are emphasized.
Parents as Desired Educators.

Both adolescents and

parents reportedly want parents to be the primary sex
educators (Alexander & Jorgensen, 1983; Bennett & Dickinson,
1980; Eisen et al., 1990; Handelsman et al., 1987; Hodson &
Wampler, 1988; Furstenberg, Moore, & Peterson, 1985).

This

finding is cited as one reason for targeting parental
involvement as a potential source of effecting change in
adolescent sexual behavior (Miller & Jorgensen, 1988; Ooms,
1981).

Behavioral data on utilization of parents as a

resource for information on sexuality, however, stands in
marked contrast to the stated ideal of parents as primary
sex educators.
Parents as Under-Utilized Resources.

A review of

literature as far back as 1915 suggests that parents are
seldom the primary source of sex education, while peers and
literature typically are (Bennett & Dickinson 1980).
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Numerous studies confirm that parents are under-utilized
resources in contemporary American culture (Fox, 1986;
Handelsman et al., 1987; Pete & Desantis, 1990; Roberts et
al., 1978; Silverstein & Buck, 1986).

While speculation is

rampant about why parents are not utilized, little empirical
evidence exists that sheds light on this phenomenon.
Hodson and Wampler (1988) found that as early as
preschool, American parents express discomfort with
addressing issues of sexual activity and values with their
future teenagers. Alexander and Jorgensen (1983), however,
found that parents report that they talk with their children
about sexuality more than their own parents talked with
them.
Cross cultural studies suggest that the lack of
parental involvement is a cultural phenomenon (Steinberg,
1985).

As such, changes and variations within societies

across cultural subgroups as well as over historical periods
would be anticipated.

Research appears to confirm this.

Black mothers in the United States more frequently
discuss some sexuality topics with their daughters than
White mothers do (Furstenberg, Herceg-Baron, Shea, & Webb,
1984).

Black mothers also take more initiatives than White

mothers in talking with their daughters about certain
sexuality topics (Fox, 1981; Roberts et al., 1978).

Clark,

Zabin, and Hardy (1984) found that urban Black young men
(grades 7-12) more frequently listed their parents (32%) as
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the major source of information about sex and birth control
than their peers (21%).
In extant literature, the locus of the problem of
minimal communication between parents and adolescents about
sexuality is generally assumed to be within the parents.
The role adolescents may play in this phenomenon is rarely
addressed (see Roberts et al., 1978, for a discussion of
early parent-child bi-directional effects).
While parental discomfort and lack of knowledge are
frequently postulated, research shows that daughters are
often more uncomfortable in discussions about sexuality than
mothers (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989; Fox, 1981).
Fourteen year old pregnant Black females with very good
relationships with their mothers were still too uncom
fortable about sexuality to talk with either their mothers
or their same sex girl friends about sexual matters (Pete &
Desantis, 1990)

Parents' discomfort is only a partial

explanation.
Noller and Bagi (1985) suggest that adolescents may be
reinforcing lack of parental involvement.

While late

adolescents report differences in level of involvement of
mothers and fathers in their sexuality education, they
express similar levels of satisfaction with the involvement
of each parent.
Little is know about what influences adolescents'
perception of parents as a potential resource for
information about or support in the task of healthy
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sexuality development.

Researchers have speculated that

adolescents do not see their parents as sexual beings
(Roberts, et al., 1978; Walters & Walters, 1980), and
therefore, do not see them as viable sources of information
about sexuality.

With the growing number of reconstituted

and single-parent families, however, adolescents are
experiencing their parents dating, falling in love, and
marrying.

Effects of contemporary context variables, such

as varied family structures, parental dating, and
remarriage, on parent-child communication about sexuality
have not been investigated.
Finally, the lack of parent-child communication about
sexuality has been treated as a static phenomenon rather
than a dynamic process.

Hodson and Wampler (1988) found

that parents of preschoolers already dread the future when
issues of sexual behavior in relationships must be
addressed.

However, research has not investigated whether

changes within the family context, such as the dating of
adolescents or the divorce and remarriage of parents, alters
either parents' efforts to talk about sex-specific topics,
or adolescents' perceptions of parents as a resource for
such

information.
Parental Involvement as Essential Program Component.

There are two primary levels of desired parental involvement
in school-based sexuality education programs.

First,

parental involvement in designing and achieving acceptance
of sexuality education programs in the schools is considered
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essential.

The practical importance of this more distal

involvement is clearly documented in popular literature and
published research (see Kirby, 1989, for discussion).
Secondly, parental involvement is believed to be
necessary at the level of program implementation.

Direct

involvement in the learning process is defined along a
continuum that ranges from attendance at an orientation
meeting, to completion of parent-child homework activities,
to participation in structured parent-child workshops.
Involvement at any point on the continuum is believed to
increase parent-child communication about sexuality topics
discussed in class.

The importance of this broadly defined

type of involvement is not empirically established, although
it is widely advocated (Eisen et al., 1990; Green & Sollie,
1989; Miller & Jorgensen, 1988; Ooms, 1981; Rienzo, 1989;
Silverstein & Buck, 1986; Theriot & Bruce, 1988).
Three assumptions underlie the perceived need for
parents' direct involvement.

All three reflect the narrow

problem-oriented approach to sexuality.

First, it is

assumed that parent-child communication contributes to the
formation of values and attitudes that produce socially
responsible sexual behavior (Fisher, 1986; Green & Sollie,
1989; Miller & Jorgensen, 1988; Petersen, 1982).

Socially

responsible behavior is defined as coital abstinence or,
lacking that, contraceptive behavior to prevent pregnancy
and STDs.
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Evidence for expected outcomes of parent-child
communication at this level is contradictory.

Behavioral

and attitudinal outcomes of communication about sexuality
when it does occur are not consistent across gender
(Furstenberg et al., 1985; Kahn, Smith, & Roberts, 1984),
family structure (Miller & Bingham, 1989; Thornton &
Camburn, 1987), subculture (Fox, 1981; Fox & Inazu, 1980),
or traditional and more liberal families (Fisher, 1989;
Moore, Peterson, & Furstenberg, 1986).

Effectiveness as a

deterrent to early onset of coital behavior is dependent on
community, family and individual subgroup differences
(Miller & Moore, 1990).

In some groups, communication may

be the result of initiation of sexual activity (Inazu & Fox,
1980).
The second implicit assumption regarding the importance
of parent-child communication is that adolescents' need to
use peers as sources of information will be reduced if
parent-child communication occurs.

Several broad findings

regarding the use of parents and peers as resources in
problem solving cast doubt on this assumption.

Adolescents

use parents and peers for different types of information
(Kandel & Lesser, 1972; Noller & Bagi, 1985; Papini et al.,
1988).

Gender differences in self-disclosure to parents and

peers are frequently though not consistently found.

At the

familial level, an increase in the influence of peers as a
source of information does not necessitate a decrease ir.
parents as a viable source of information (Hill, 1980).
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The third assumption is that information parents give
to adolescents is the information adolescents hear, need and
are interested in (Newcomber & Udry, 1985).

Repeated

findings of differences in the perceived occurrence and
reported content of parent-child communication about
sexuality call this last

assumption into question

(Alexander & Jorgensen, 1983; Furstenberg et al., 1984;
Mueller & Powers, 1990; Thornton & Camburn, 1987).
Differences between parents and adolescents in interest and
focus (Baldwin & Baranoski, 1990; Gordon & Dickman, 1980;
Thornburg, 1981) and the inaccuracy of perceptions of one
another's attitudes and behavior with regard to sexuality
(Walters & Walters, 1983) suggest a discrepancy between
desired and received information.
While this assumption is consistent with the
drive/control paradigm, it ignores the importance of
developmental stages.

When an early adolescent was asked

about parents as a source for help in dealing with sexual
issues, she replied,
start at the end.

"They've been through it all.

I'm just starting."

They

The desire of adults

to control adolescent sexual behavior may diminish their
ability to be effective communicators and resources.
Lack of assessment of these three underlying
assumptions reflects the strong societal interest in
controlling adolescent sexual behavior rather than in
understanding and supporting adolescent development.
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Methodological Issues
Multiple weaknesses in research on the effects of
sexuality education programs have been identified.

The lack

of well-designed evaluations of existing programs is
frequently

cited (see Ooms, 1981, and Kirby, 1984, for

discussion).

This section highlights methodological issues

relevant to micro- and meso-system level analyses of
school-based sexuality education programs and parent-child
communication.
Research on the effects of school-based sexuality
education on parent-child communication in the home is
sparse, and the results are inconsistent.

Paikoff &

Brooks-Gunn (in press) and Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg (1989)
note that there is little knowledge about the effectiveness
of parent-school programs in increasing frequency of or
comfort with familial communication about sexuality topics.
Using data from the National Survey of Family Growth,
Dawson (1986) found a significant positive relationship
between parent-child communication about sexuality and
children's (aged 15-19) exposure to formal sex education
programs before age 18.

She concluded that either formal

sex education programs promote communication about topics
covered by the programs, or parents who communicate about
sexuality choose such programs for their children.

Since

the data are correlational, direction of effect can not be
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determined. Furthermore, only retrospective, self-report
data from late adolescents were collected.
Kirby (1989) reported that in 11 of 14 sexuality
education programs studied, frequencies of parent-child
communication were not affected by participation in sex
education programs.

In the three programs where changes had

occurred, direct interventions (workshops) with parents and
children had been included.

The programs evaluated

represented diverse geographic locations, but were not
randomly chosen.

Differences in family structure and dating

status or family structure were not assessed.
In existing studies of parent-child communication,
sample selection is a consistent problem.

The vast majority

of studies utilize convenience samples, namely college
students, white middle class families with high school age
students, or family planning clinic populations.

In these

studies, sample size is often small and nonrepresentative.
Large data banks from national surveys are also being
utilized (see Marsiglia & Mott, 1986, as an example).

With

the exception of the work of Shah, Zelnik, and colleagues,
however, most large scale studies are not designed to assess
parent-child communication processes.

Data collected is

often the product of simple yes/no responses on a very
limited number of relevant questions.
is on quantity, not quality or process.

Information produced
Most reports are

retrospective; surveys using early adolescent subjects are
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rare.

Smaller scale studies suffer from similar

limitations.
While Blacks are well represented in large scale
surveys that assess rates of behaviors labeled as problem
atic, white middle class families are consistently used to
understand family processes (Meyer, 1991; Taylor, Chatters,
Tucker, & Lewis, 1990).
exception.)

(The work of Fox & Inazu is an

This sampling bias has been translated into

programs that fit the needs and characteristics of white
middle class families.

Relevance to the culturally diverse

populations represented in today's school systems is assumed
(Alvy, 1987; Small, 1990).
Dependence on a single source is a serious limitation
of current research addressing family issues (Baldwin &
Baranoski, 1990; Fisher, 1989; Gecas & Seff, 1990; Noller &
Callan, 1990; Thornton & Camburn, 1987).

While studies of

parent-child communication have consistently found
differences in perspectives of parents and students on
amount and content of communication (Alexander & Jorgensen,
1983; Fisher, 1986; Newcomer & Udry, 1985; Thornton &
Camburn, 1987; Walters & Walters, 1983) and in topics of
interest (Baldwin & Baranoski, 1990; Gordon & Dickman, 1980;
Walters & Walters, 1983), data from multiple sources is
seldom collected.

Although Bronfenbrenner (1986) called

attention to the need to address reciprocal influences of
adolescents and parents, and transitive feedback between
school and home, unilateral directions of influence are

26
still widely assumed and assessed (Gecas & Seff, 1990;
Papini et al., 1988; Peters, 1985; Thornton & Camburn,
1987) .
Response bias in studies of sensitive topics like
sexuality is a major problem.

Alexander and Jorgensen

(1983) suggest that the differences between adolescents' and
parents' reports of topics and frequencies of discussions
about sexuality is at least partially due to parents' desire
to look good.

Kirby (1989) notes that in general, when

asked about program effects on communication, parents do not
say communication decreased.

He adds, however, that such

changes are difficult to quantify.

Bartz (1978) attempted

to reduce socially desirable responses on sexuality related
questions by asking indirect questions.

Response bias,

however, is difficult to eliminate.
Return rates and confidentiality present major
challenges in studies collecting information from multiple
sources especially when using young school-based
populations.

In Alexander and Jorgensen's (1983) evaluation

of the effects of a sex education program on parent-child
communication among seventh and eighth graders in a single
school district, only 278 students (49.6%) completed surveys
at school, and 217 parents (39%) returned their surveys.
Responding parents represented 9% of the households in the
district with seventh and eighth graders.

Because of issues

of confidentiality, parents and students could not be
paired.

Instead, group comparisons had to be utilized.
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In summary, issues involving sample selection, response
bias, and utilization of multiple sources must be
thoughtfully addressed in designing research on the effects
of school- and home-based sexuality education.

While these

problems cannot be eliminated, efforts must be made to
produce designs that seriously attempt to meet these
challenges.
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Hypotheses
This study describes the perceived effects of FLE
taught in the schools on parent-child communication in the
home about sexuality.

The following questions are

addressed:
1) Is communication between parents and adolescents as
perceived by students changing in quantity or
quality as a result of school-based family life
education?

Quantity refers to frequency of

discussion; quality refers to comfort with
discussions.
2) Do the reported effects of FLE on parent-child
communication differ among subgroups of students?
Subgroup differences include age, gender, race,
family structure, and dating status of the
adolescent.
3) Do adolescents in these identified subgroups differ
in perception of parents as a resource for problem
solving in general?
4) Do adolescents in the identified subgroups differ in
the degree to which they view parents and peers as
viable sources of sex-specific information?

29
Given the paucity of research in this area, no specific
expectations were held.

Although questions are not

addressed in depth, this study is an attempt to develop a
framework and identify topics for research which are
congruent with the social learning paradigm and which treat
adolescent sexuality as a developmental process, not a
social problem.
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Method

The Larger Study
The School-based Program.

This study is part of an

evaluation of a Southeastern metropolitan school system's
comprehensive Family Life Education (FLE) program designed
for grades kindergarten through grade 12 (K-12).

The

program was designed by a team of community representatives
for a school system serves a predominantly Black, lower
class population.
twelfth grade.

The program spans kindergarten through

When this study was done (Spring 1990), the

FLE program was in its second year as a state-mandated
program.

The school system involved requested anonymity,

and therefore, is not identified by name or location.
The FLE program is an abstinence-based program that
takes a broad-based approach to sexuality education.

Its

major objective is:
To provide factual information and educational concepts
related to family life, personal goals, positive self
esteem, relationships, human sexuality and rational
decision making integrated in specified curriculum from
grades K-12.
(Anonymous Public Schools, 1989, S.E.lb)
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Major program components identified for middle and high
schools (grades 6-12) are:
abstinence to premarital adolescent sex...building
positive self-esteem, identification and assessment of
families roles, responsibilities and values, rational
decision making, goal setting, and career planning.
(Anonymous Public Schools, 1989, S.E.lc)
Topics are integrated into existing classes rather than
offered as a separate class labeled Family Life Education.
Regular classroom teachers cover all topics.

A parental

involvement component is not yet in place.
Collaborative Research Design.

This research was

designed in collaboration with representatives of the school
system.

Two FLE program coordinators and the Coordinator

for Research and Evaluation represented the school system.
Final approval of the instruments was obtained from the
Assistant Superintendent for Instruction.

The needs and

concerns of the school system imposed limits on language,
content, format, depth, and design used for the evaluation.
An initial evaluation had been conducted by the school
at the end of the first year of the program, May 1990.
Program assessment was general, and results were difficult
to interpret.

New instruments were designed for this study.

The method of distribution and collection was not changed,
as stipulated by the school system.
Overall Design.

To assess the influence of

school-based sexuality education on quantity and quality of
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parent-child cormnunication in the home, information from
three perspectives was collected: student, parent, and
teacher.

Separate surveys were constructed to access the

same information, thus providing multiple perspectives on
self-reported changes.

Pretesting was not possible.

A single student survey was designed for use across
grades 5-12 in order to provide comparative and longitudinal
data for future evaluations.

The parent survey was also

designed to provide data on topics discussed, perceived
barriers to cormnunication, and desired parent education
programs the school system could offer.

The teacher survey

was designed to provide another perspective on observed
changes in students' ability to discuss sexuality topics and
in their use of adults as resources.

Development of the

student survey is discussed in detail below. The three
instruments are in the Appendices.
Total Sample.

Surveys were administered in May of 1990

to all students in grades 5, 8 and 9-12 who were studying
FLE topics.

The procedure used by the school system for the

first year evaluation was repeated, as requested by the
school system.

The FLE Coordinator gave principals or

department heads surveys to distribute within individual
schools.

Teachers of classes designated as covering FLE

topics administered student surveys to their own students.
Completed surveys were returned to the FLE Coordinator
through the same channels.

Of the 1980 student surveys
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returned, only surveys from eighth graders (n

659) are

used for this analysis.
In addition to the student survey, a computer generated
random sample of approximately 10% of the parents of all
students in designated FLE classes on each grade level was
drawn by the Coordinator of Research and Evaluation for the
school system.
Lists of identified parents were given to homeroom
teachers who distributed parent surveys to specified
students and tracked return.

Parent surveys, with return

envelopes attached, were sent home and returned via the
students.

The school system believed that 1) students would

deliver and return parent forms, and 2) teachers would be
less burdened at the end of the school year and more likely
to track the return of forms if fewer forms (10% sample)
were involved.

Teachers returned surveys to the principals

who returned them to the FLE Coordinator.
A total of 72 parent surveys were returned.

Of the 125

surveys distributed to parents of eighth graders, only 22
(17.6%) were returned.

Since this represents less than 2%

of the total parent population, results will not be
discussed.
All teachers of classes in which family life education
topics are primarily covered were given the teacher survey.
Only 32 were returned.
teachers.

Of these, 11 were from eighth-grade

No teacher surveys were received from the school
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with the largest representation of eighth-grade students in
this study.

Results will, therefore, not be discussed.

Data was entered by the school system in order to
protect confidentiality of schools.

All analyses were done

by the researcher.
Selected Subjects.
Student surveys were provided for all eighth graders in
classes designated as covering family life education topics
in eight middle schools.

FLE topics are taught primarily in

physical education and also in an elective home economics
class taken by approximately 60% of middle school students.
Of the 1466 eighth graders in the school system, 1337
participate in either or both of these classes.
Of the eight middle schools, five schools returned a
total of 659 surveys.

This is a return rate of 49.3%.

The

school system cannot explain why two of the three missing
schools did not participate.

Regarding the third school,

surveys were given to seventh rather than eighth graders.
This school represents the higher end of the SES
distribution within the city.

As a result, there is an

oversampling of the lower end of the SES distribution.
Of the 659 surveys returned, 9 were rejected because
they were not completed appropriately.

The remaining sample

(n = 650) was composed 323 females (49%) and 327 males
(51%).

This matches the actual distribution of eighth

graders in the total school population (48.8% and 51.2%,
respectively).

Demographics for the total eighth-grade
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sample are provided on Table 1. (All tables describing
subjects are at the end of the Subjects section.)
Ages ranged from 10 or less (n = 13) to 17 or more (n =
7).

Sixty-three percent of the sample was 13-14 years old;

30% was 15-16 years old.

Four subjects were in the 11-12

age range; they were included in the 13-14 year old group
for analyses.
The 20 subjects who indicated they were "10 or less" or
"17 or more" were deleted from the subject pool.

The age

range represented was too broad for the issues under study.
Another 23 subjects who did not provide age were dropped.
Of the 43 subjects thus eliminated, 32 were males and 11
were females.
Preliminary analyses of the remaining 607 subjects,
grouped by race (see Table 2), indicated significant
differences on demographics and key dependent variables.
Therefore, the final subject pool was limited to Blacks only
(n = 545).

Blacks represented 90% of the eighth-grade

school population at the end of the 1990-91 school year.
Demographics and key behavioral data for this final subject
pool are provided in the Results section.
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Table 1
Eighth-Grade Sample: All Races and Ages
Race

n

Asian

11

2

Black

560

87

Hispanic

27

4

White

44

6

Other

7

1

10

1

659

100

Missing
Total
Note.

Percent

Percentages are rounded to nearest whole number, and

therefore, do not equal exactly 100.
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Table 2
Eighth-Grade Sample: Ages 13-16 by Race
Race

Percent

Il

Asian

6

1

Black

545

90

Hispanic

18

3

White

32

5

Other

5

1

Total

606

100

Note.

Percentages are rounded to nearest whole number.
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Measures
Instrument Design.

The Sexuality Attitude Inventory for

Early Adolescents (Hamrick, 1988) was used as the basic model
for the

student survey instrument.

The inventory uses a

4-point Likert scale that ranges from "Strongly Agree" (4) to
"Strongly Disagree" (1).

The student survey was extensively

revised to reflect the holistic approach and specific content
of the school system's family life education program.
Parent-child communication was made the primary focus.

Nine

of the 26 final questions (31%) ask about perceived
parent-child communication and effects of family life
education upon it.
3.

These nine questions are listed in Table

(All tables referring to measures are at the end of the

Measures section.)
Four additional questions were added to the end of the
survey to provide data on potential subgroup differences:
dating frequency, family structure, race, and age.

Given

Bronfenbrenner's model, it is expected that either patterns of
parent-child communication or the impact of school programs
may vary in relationship to designated subgroups.

Due to

issues of confidentiality, completion of this section of the
survey is designated as optional.
Answers were recorded on an all purpose, machine scanned
answer sheet.

School, sex, and grade was requested in the

instructions for completing the scan sheet.
To reduce socially desirable responses, the wording of
questions was carefully scrutinized. Surveys were critiqued by
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persons uninvolved in their design.

They were subsequently

revised in order to minimize wording which might be offensive,
unclear, or which would unnecessarily encourage socially
desirable responses.
Regarding the final wording of Items 1-26, sex-specific
topics and terms were kept to a minimum, reflecting the
concerns of the school system.

This resulted in the use of

euphemisms such as "my worries" and "private questions."
These expressions have been identified as meaningful by
researchers working with this middle school population (C. W.
Howard, personal communication, March 1990).
Most questions are worded in the affirmative.

Past

performance on standardized tests indicated that students of
this school system have difficulty with negatively worded
questions.

When negatively worded questions are used, "not"

is capitalized.
Instrument Analysis.

A principal components analysis of

the 26 items was conducted on the data from all 650 usable
subjects.

Analysis yielded eight factors with eigen values

greater than 1.0.

The eight factors account for 50.1% of the

variance.
Based on the skree plot, a varimax rotation was run in
which three factors were requested (Criterion = .30).

The

three factors generated account for 27.2% of the variance.
Items composing each factor are summarized on Table 4.
Factor 1 represents quality of parent-child
communication. It is composed of six of the nine survey items
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measuring parent-child communication, plus Item 26 which
measures knowledge of community resources.

Factor 1 accounts

for 14% of the variance.
Factor 2 represents the positive attitudes toward a broad
range of family life issues that the FLE program is designed
to foster.

It is composed of nine items, and accounts for

7.2% of the variance.

It includes Item 18, which measures

desire for greater parental communication.
Factor 3 represents beliefs and attitudes the FLE program
is designed to change.

It is composed of seven items, and

accounts for 6% of the variance.

Six of the seven items which

loaded on this item are reverse coded when scored; i.e.,
strong agreement is not desired.

It includes two of the items

designed to measure parent-child communication, namely, Items
2 and 14.

Both items measure preferred sources of information

for sex-specific topics.
Cronbach alphas were used to assess internal reliability
of the three factors.

Analyses were run first on the full

sample of 650 eighth graders and then on a selected sample of
the 607 eighth-grade subjects aged 13-16.

Reliabilities

reported are based on the selected sample since variations
were minor, and the data from this group is more reliable.
The Cronbach alpha for Factor 1 was .756, with the
community variable (Item 26) excluded.

This parent-child

communication factor includes measures of both perceived
changes in communication due to FLE and perception of parent
as an available resource for problem solving.

For all
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subsequent analyses, therefore, the factor is broken down into
two component parts.
The first component includes the four items measuring
perception of parent as a resource.

It is used as a single

subscale, and referred to as the Parent as a Resource subscale
(Cronbach alpha = .729).

The second component includes the

two items referring to changes in frequency and comfort of
communication due to FLE.

They are used as separate items

measuring two levels of perceived change attributed to Family
Life Education; i.e., quantity and quality.

The Cronbach

alpha (.585) supports their distinctiveness as measures.
Because Cronbach alphas for Factor 2 (.60) and Factor 3
( .58) were moderate, only the three items in these factors
which relate to parent-child communication are used as
separate variables in statistical analyses (Items 2, 14, 18).
Table 6 lists measures used in analyses.
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Table 3
Items Measuring Parent-Child Communication
(1) I talk with my parents more about my worries because I
had Family Life Education.
(2) My friends are better sources of information about
sex-specific topics than my parents are.
(9) If I had a serious problem, my parent or another
trusted adult would be a better source of help than my
friends.
(14) My parents should only give me information about sex
when I ask for it.
(15) When I talk with my parents about my worries, the do
NOT listen.
(16) When I talk with my parents about my worries, the
understand.
(17) When I talk with my parents about my worries, it helps
me.
(18) I wish my parents talked with me more about the worries
I have.
(19) Family Life Education helped me feel more comfortable
talking with my parents about worries or private
questions I have.
NQ.t.§.

Items 2, 14, 15 and 18 are reverse scored in

producing a total score.
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Table 4
Prins;;iQl� Com12onen!;; Lo2dings for All I!;;�mi!
Item No.

Factor 1

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
Note.

Factor 2

.60
.30
.36

.56

.42
.42
.57

.63
.72
.74
.62

.34
Criterion

.30

Factor 3
.36
.32
.50
.67
.49
.43

-.36

.63
.32
.62

.39
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Ta ble 5
Measures of Parent-Child Corrununication as Used in Analyses
P a rent

as

(Cronba ch

Resource for Genera l Concerns Subsc ale
a lph a

(9)

= .73)

P a rent as Resource for Serious Problem Solving

(15)

P a rents Listen

(16)

P a rents Understand

(17)

P a rents Help

Changes Attributed to FLE a
(1)

Incre a sed Frequency of Talking

(19)

Incre a sed Comfort When Talking

P a rents

as

(2)
(14)

Resource for Sex-Specific Informa tion a
Friend versus Pa rent

as

Better Source

Openness to Unsolicited Informa tion from Parent

S a tisf a ction with Genera l Parent al Corrununic a tiona
(18)

Note.

a bout

Numbers in p a rentheses refer to items on student

survey.
a

Desire for Gre ater P a renta l Corrununic a tion
Adolescent Concerns

See Appendix A for complete items.

Items listed

a re

used

as

individu al v a ria bles in

analyses.
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Results

Data analyses were conducted as follows.

First,

descriptive data was summarized according to identified
subgroups: gender, age, family structure, and dating patterns.
Chi squares were used to test for gender differences.

For

descriptive purposes, answers to the nine individual items
assessing parent-child communication were dichotomized
(agree/disagree).

Chi squares were run to determine if

differences in percent of agreement and disagreement are
significant.
For analyses of subgroup differences, two MANOVAs were
used.

Subgroups are defined by gender, age, family structure,

and dating status.

In the first MANOVA, differences on

reported changes in communication attributed to FLE and on
perception of parents as a resource for general problem
solving were analyzed.

In the second MANOVA, differences

regarding parents and peers as resources for sex-specific
information were studied.
Results are reported in the same order as analyses were
done.

All tables are at the end of the Results section.

Descriptive Findings: Subjects.
Of the 545 Blacks, 54% are female (n = 295) and 46% are
male (n = 250).

Sixty-nine percent are 13-14 (n = 374), and
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31% are 15-16 (n = 171).

Of the females, 73% are in the

younger age group, compared to 64% of the males.

The

difference in age is significant, x 2 (1, N = 545) = 5.41,
p<.019.
Regarding family structure, 43% live with one parent,

2 9%

with both parents, 19% with a parent and stepparent, and 9%
with a relative or other adult.

Differences between boys and

girls are not significant, x 2 (1, N = 545) = 3.61, p=.31.
Comparative information is not available from the school
regarding family structure.
Regarding dating frequency, a behavioral variable of
interest in this study, 44% of Black eighth graders indicate
they do not yet date, and an additional 1 2 % indicate they did
not date during this school year.

However, 57% of females

report they have not yet dated and 11% report they have not
dated this school year.

Only

2 8%

of the males report they

have not yet dated, and 13% report they did not date this
school year.
When subjects are categorized as daters and nondaters,
55% report that they did not date during eighth grade.
However, 68% of the females are nondaters as compared to only
41% of the males.

The difference is significant, X 2 (1, N =

545) = 39.91, p<.000.

Table 6 surrunarizes sample

characteristics.
Descriptive Findings: Perceived Communication.
Overall, the perception of parents as a resource by
eighth graders is positive.

Parents are seen as listening
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(86%), understanding (80%), and helpful (79%).

When compared

to peers, parents are considered better resources for dealing
with serious problems (80%) and, to a lesser degree, for
sex-specific information (66%).

Only 33% agree that parents

should only provide sex-specific information when adolescents
request it.

Over half (57%) wish their parents talked with

them more about their worries and concerns.
Differences between percentages of agreement and
disagreement were significant on all items except the last
(Item 18), which assessed satisfaction with parental
communication.

Although differences for the group as a whole

and for girls were not significant on this item, significantly
more boys (60%) agreed that they wished their parents talked
with them more.

When Item 18 was used in further analyses,

findings were uninterpretable.
retained.

Therefore, the item was not

(See Table 7 for chi square results and Table 8 for

means and standard deviations on individual items.)
Results by Question.
Results are presented in the order in which the questions
were listed in the Hypotheses section.

Since the second and

third questions were addressed within a single MANOVA, these
results are presented together.
Question 1:

Is communication between parents and

adolescents as perceived by students changing in quantity or
quality as a result of school-based family life education?
Only 47% of the eighth graders report that FLE increased
talking with parents (M = 2.43), but 59% report it did
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increase their comfort when talking with parents (M =

2 .67).

The difference between reported agreement and disagreement on
increased talking is not significant, x 2 (1, N = 545) = 1.99,
Q=.15.

Therefore, no conclusion can be drawn concerning the

effects of FLE on talking frequency.

The difference on

comfort is significant, x 2 (1, N = 541) = 18.11, Q<.001.

As

reported by eighth graders, FLE increases adolescents' comfort
when talking with their parents.
Chi square results are included in Table 7.

Analyses of

gender differences are reported under Questions 2 and 3.
Questions

2

and 3.

reported effects of FLE

Are there subgroup differences in
on talking and comfort (Question

2)

or in perception of parent as resource (Question 3)?
To control for Type 1 Error due to multiple� tests, a
single MANOVA was used to address these two questions.
three dependent variables were:

The

reported increases in talking

due to FLE; reported increases in comfort due to FLE; and,
Parent as a Resource subscale scores.

Subgroups were

identified by GENDER (male, female), AGE (younger, older),
FAMILY STRUCTURE (single parent, two parent, stepparent and
parent, other), and DATING STATUS (daters, nondaters).
Results are summarized in Tables 9-11.
Males report significantly greater increases in talking
than females, E(l, 502 ) = 19.91, Q<.000).

Significant gender

differences were not found on reported increases in comfort.
Gender differences on perception of parent as resource were
significant, E(l, 502) = 3.68, Q=.055.

The mean for males

49
(3.17) was higher than that for females (3.07).

Males in this

sample tend to perceive parents as a more viable resource than
females do.
Differences by age, dating status, and family structure
on increases in talking and comfort were not significant.

No

significant interactions were found.
Question 4.

Do adolescents in the identified subgroups

differ in the degree to which they view parents and peers as
viable sources of sex-specific information?
In this MANOVA, scores on Item 2 (friend versus parent as
source for sex-specific information) and Item 14 (openness to
unsolicited sex-specific information from parents) were used
as the dependent variables. The same subgroups were again
used.

Results are summarized in Tables 12-14.

Girls report more openness to parents offering
sex-specific information than boys report, E(l, 509) = 19.86,
Q<.000, and agree more strongly that parents are better
resources than friends for sex-specific information E(l, 509)
6.14, Q<.013.
Nondaters report more openness to unrequested
sex-specific information from parents than do daters, E(l,
509) = 5.32, Q<.021, and stronger agreement that parents are
better sources of sex-specific information, E(l, 509) = 7. 7 6,
Q<.006.
Differences by age and family group were not significant.
No significant interactions were found.
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Table 6
Characteristics of Selected Black sample
Characteristic

Percent
All

Girls

Boys

(n = 545)

(n = 295)

(n = 250)

Gender
Female

54

Male

46

Ages
13/14

69

73

64

15/16

31

27

36

Single parent

43

44

42

Two parent

29

27

31

Step parent

19

18

20

9

11

7

1-2/week

12

8

16

1-2/month

15

10

21

2-3/this year

18

14

22

Not this year

12

11

13

Not yet

43

57

28

Family structure

Other
Dating frequency

No.t_e.

Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole.
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Table 7
Per�enJ;;i;i,ge of Agr��ment (AGR) gnd Disggre�ment (DIS) Qn
�Qmm].!ni�gJ;;ion Items: �hi SQ].!§.r� Anal:iileS
Item
(1) Incre ased Ta lking

(2) Resource for Sex-Specific
Inform ation: Friend/P arentb

(9) Resource for Serious Problem
Solving: Parents/Friends

(14) Openness to Unsolicited
Sex-Specific Informationb

(15) P arents Not Listenb

AGR

DIS

Chi Sqa

All

47

53

1.99

Girls

41

59

10.25

Boys

54

46

1.94

All

34

66

58.79

Girls

30

70

44.83

Boys

37

63

16.38

All

80

20

196. 92

Girls

78

22

90.06

Boys

83

17

108.45

All

33

66

59.78

Girls

26

74

65.94

Boys

42

58

6.75

All

14

86

286.42

Girls

16

84

132.45

Boys

10

90

155.86

Group

(table continued)
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Table 7 continued
(16) Parents Understand

(17) Parents Help

(18) Satisfacti?n �ith Parental
Communication

(19) Increased Comfort

Note.

All

81

19

203.36

Girls

75

25

71.76

Boys

87

12

140.44

All

79

21

177.31

Girls

76

24

81.44

Boys

81

19

97.27

All

57

43

11.80

Girls

55

45

3.48

Boys

60

40

9.29

All

59

41

18.12

Girls

56

44

4.91

Boys

62

38

15.06

Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole.

a Only items #1 (All, Boys), 14 (Boys), 18 (All, Girls), and
19 (Girls) were not significant at a Bonferoni familywise
error rate of .005.

b These items are reverse coded.

items, therefore, higher disagreement is desired.

For all
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Table 8
Means and Standard Deviations on Items Measuring Parent-Child
Communication
Item
(1) Increased Talking

(2) Resource for Sex-Specific
Information: Friend vs Parent

(9) Resource for Serious Problem
Solving: Parents vs Friends

(14) Openness to Unsolicited
Sex-Specific Information

(15) Parents Listen

Group

M

SD

All

2.43

.84

Girls

2.29

.83

Boys

2.60

.82

All

2.86

.95

Girls

2.95

.92

Boys

2.76

.97

All

3.15

.86

Girls

3 .11

.89

Boys

3.20

.82

All

2.76

.91

Girls

2.92

.91

Boys

2.57

.88

All

3.32

.80

Girls

3.28

.85

Boys

3.38

.74

(ta ble continued)
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Table 8 continued
(16) Parents Understand

(17) Parents Help

(18) Satisfaction with Parental
Corrununication

(19) Increased Comfort

Note.

All

3.04

.79

Girls

3.13

.71

Boys

2.96

.85

All

2.98

.77

Girls

2.97

.81

Boys

2.99

.72

All

2.40

.88

Girls

2.40

.93

Boys

2.39

.82

All

2.67

.89

Girls

2.63

.91

Boys

2.72

.86

Items 2, 14, 15, and 18 have been reverse coded.

For all items, higher means equal more desirable responses.
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Table 9
Parent-Child Conununication about Worries: Differences by
Gender and Age
Age

Gender
Measure

Girls

Boys

Increased
Talking
M
SD

SD

SD

15-16

.E

1.28

2.29

2.60

2.40

2.51

.83

.82

.82

.87
.01

1.32
2.63

2.72

2.67

2.67

.91

.86

.88

.90

Parent as
Resource
M

13-14

19.19***

Increased
Comfort
M

.E

1.81

3.69
3.07

3.17

3.14

3.07

.65

.51

.60

.57

Note. .E values are univariate main effects from MANOVA.
***
**
*
p<.001.
p<.05,
p<.01,
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Table 10
Parent-Child Conununication about Worries: Differences by
Family Structure
Family Structure
One
Parent

Measure

Two
Parent

Step
Parent

Other

Increased
Talking

M
SD

2.36
2.51

2.45

2.35

2.22

.83

.86

.83

.77

Increased
Comfort

M
SD

.26
2.69

2.62

2.69

2.70

.85

.90

.94

.92

Parent as
Resource

M
SD

Note .

.E

1.45
3 .13

3.17

3.05

2.99

.57

.52

.69

.70

.E values are univariate main effects from a MANOVA.

No significant effects were found.
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Table 11
Parent-Child Conununication about Worries: Differences by
Dating Status
Dating Status

Measure

Daters

Nondaters

Increased
Talking

.22

M

2.46

2.41

SD

.88

.80

Increased
Comfort
M
SD

.01
2.67

2.67

.91

.87

Parent as
Resource
M
SD

.E

.34
3.11

3.12

.60

.59

Note. .E values are univariate main effects from a MANOVA.
No significant effects were found.
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Table 12
Measures Specifying Information as Sex-Specific: Differences
by Gender and Age
Gender
Measure

Girls

Boys

Opennessa

M
.$12

2.92

2.57

.98

.88

SD
Note.

13-14

.E

19.87

Sourceb

M

Age
15-16

***

**

.01
2.77

2.74

.91

.91

.19

6.15
2.95

2.76

2.86

2.83

.92

.97

.93

.98

.E values are univariate main effects from MANOVA.

a Openness = Item 14. b Source = Item 2.
***
**
*
p< . 05 ,
p< .01 ,
p< .001.

.E
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Tab le 13
Measures Specifying Information as Sex-Specific: Differences
by Family Structure

Family Structure
One
Parent

Measure

Two
Parent

Step
Parent

Other

Opennessa

.17

M

2.76

2.78

2.74

2.74

SD

.89

.92

.93

.97
2.57 c

Sourceb

M
SD
Note.

.E

2.91

2.78

3.01

2.63

.87

.99

.95

1.05

.E values are univariate main effects from a MANOVA.

a Openness = Item 14.

b

Source = Item 2.

multivariate nonsignifi c ant.

c Q=.05,
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Tab le 14
Measures Specifying Information as Sex Specific: Differences
by Dating Status

Dating Status

Measure

Daters

Nondaters

Opennessa

5.33

M
SD

2.61

2.88

.94

.87

Sourceb

M

.E

7.77
2.71

2.99

.98

.90

SD

*

**

Note . .E values are univariate main effects from a MANOVA.

a Openness = Item 14.
**
*
P< .0 5 ,
P< .01 .

b

Source = Item 2.
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Discussion

Changes Attributed to FLE.
As reported by eighth graders in this study, FLE
increases comfort in talking with parents, but has no
significant effect on frequency of talking.

Since the

program evaluated was in place for only three semesters and
had no parental involvement component, this lack of increase
in talking is not surprising.

Given the documented

discomfort of adolescents when discussing sex-specific
subjects with their parents, the reported increase in
comfort is a significant achievement.
If school-based programs can continue to increase
comfort over time, they have the potential to produce
children who are able to be more proactive within the
family.

Since parental involvement in school-based

interventions is notoriously difficult to achieve at the
middle and high school levels, adolescents may be the means
by which parental interest can be most effectively tapped.
Subgroup Differences.
When looking at subgroup differences in reported
increases in talking and comfort and in perception of
parents as a resource, what is not significant is as
interesting as what is.
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Age does not appear to mediate differences in

talking, comfort, or perception of parent as a resource.
Although 31% of this eighth-grade population report being 15
or 16, no significant differences by age were found on the
parent-child communication variables.

Given the large

representation of older adolescents, this nonsignificance is
noteworthy.
An important qualification must be made, however.

Of

all 31 survey items, the question assessing age had the most
missing or obviously suspect data.

Although researchers

working with adolescents do not typically consider
information on age problematic, age appears to be a
sensitive topic for adolescents in this urban school system.
Twenty-three eighth graders chose not to give age, and 20
gave ages that were clearly suspect.

These 43 subjects (6%

of eighth-grade surveys) were not included in analyses.
Their elimination may result in an unrepresentative sample.
Gender.

Differences by gender are among the most

statistically powerful relationships found.

While only 47%

of the sample report an increase in talking, significantly
more boys report an increase in talking due to the FLE
program (54%) than girls (41%).

Because boys typically talk

less with parents than girls (Youniss & Smollar, 1985), at
least in white families sampled, increases in talking would
be more easily achieved and more obvious.

Since boys and

girls did not differ significantly on reported increases in
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comfort due to FLE, a conclusion that boys respond less
critically than girls to survey items is not warranted.
Boys also scored significantly higher (M = 3.17) than
girls (M = 3.11) on the Perception of Parents as a Resource
subscale.

Both girls and boys, but especially boys, report

that their parents listen, understand, and help when
utilized as resources for discussing worries.

For solving

serious problems, parents are preferred over peers.

This

finding represents a positive picture of young adolescents
in general, and of Black males in particular, that stands in
marked contrast to that depicted by popular literature.
Since little empirical research has been done on
communication patterns in Black families with adolescents,
the validity of these results can not be determined.
On items which define information and worries as
sex-specific, girls report a significantly higher agreement
than boys that parents are a better source of sex-specific
information than friends.

Girls are also significantly more

open to unrequested information from parents than boys.
What sources are actually used and what sex-specific topics
are included is unknown.
Most past research on sources of sex-specific
information, such as Thornburg's frequently cited research,
has been done with white adolescents.

Research by Fox

(1981), Furstenburg et al. (1985), and Roberts et al. (1978)
suggests that Black mothers talk more with daughters than
White mothers do, at least about some sex-specific topics.
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Clark et al. (1985) found that Black boys more frequently
listed parents (32%) than peers (21%) as a major source for
information about sex and birth control.

Since their sample

did not include girls, it is not known how Black boys' use
of parents as a resource for sex-specific information
compares to that of Black girls.
In preliminary analyses of data from all eighth
graders, Blacks as a group scored significantly higher on
the Perception of Parent as a Resource subscale than other
races, E(l, 593) = 17.09, u<.000.

Because these findings

are consistent with those cited above, analyses were limited
to Blacks.

There appears to be a pattern of greater

communication about sexuality in Black families.

When

differences across races are ignored, the assumption of
homogeneity of variance is violated, results are confounded,
and valid generalizations are not made.
Dating Status.

Nondaters are more open to unrequested

information about sex from parents than daters, and agree
more strongly that parents are a better source than peers
for sex-specific information.

Mean scores on the Parent as

a Resource subscale, however, are almost identical for
daters (M

= 3.11) and nondaters (M = 3.12).

This data suggests that dating is related to the
transition from parents to peers as the salient source for
sex-specific information, but does not affect the positive
perception adolescents report concerning communication
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patterns with parents about general worries.

Because the

data is correlational, causation cannot be assumed.
This finding is consistent with Hill's observation that
an increase in use of peers does not necessitate a decrease
in use of parents, and with Kandel and Lesser's findings
that parents and peers are used for different information.
An important qualification must be noted.

Girls and

boys in this sample differ significantly on reported dating
patterns.

Sixty-eight percent of the girls in this sample

did not date during eighth grade, as compared to 41% of the
Only 18% of the girls date at least several times a

boys.

month as compared to 37% of eighth-grade boys.

Boys are

also significantly older than the girls.
Peers provide a greater pool of experience, knowledge,
and possibly social support for boys who are dating than for
girls.

For the dating girl, experienced female peers are

relatively rare.

Eighth-grade girls who are predominantly

nondaters may endorse the value of parents as a source for
sex-specific information and be more open to unsolicited
information from them partly because their pool of
experienced peers is smaller.
For adolescents, dating provides a context for
heterosexual social development.

When an early adolescent

dates, a new role is taken on, namely that of "sexual
other."

Dating peers may be experienced by early

adolescents as better equipped than parents to talk within
the zone of proximal development for sex-specific topics
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(Vygotsky, 1986), and therefore, valued as more useful
resources.

The issues, challenges, and anxiety regarding

this emerging identity as sexual other have not been
empirically established.
Finally, one must ask the question, "Who are
eighth-grade boys dating?"

Are they dating older or younger

girls, or many different girls?
differently than girls?

Or do boys define dating

Nothing in the data sheds light on

this question.
Family Structure.

Family structure was not significant

as a mediator of differences on any parental communication
variables.

This may be due to both the questionable

reliability of the data and the macro-level analysis.
Regarding reliability, the school system states that it has
no reliable information on family structure.
Regarding the level of analysis, data was not gathered
on the timing of divorces or remarriages, on the dating
patterns of single parents, or on other aspects of family
functioning which may affect adolescents' perceptions of
parents as sexual beings, and therefore, salient resources
for sex-specific information.

Similarly, the broad

distinction between dater and nondater may have masked real
differences in communication patterns and perceptions of
parents that exist within different family structures
between early adolescents who date weekly versus not at all.
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Conclusions.
Results of this evaluation of an existing family life
education program are consistent with those reported by
Kirby (1989).

Parent-child communication is not measurably

increased on a short term basis by programs that do not
include a direct intervention with parents.

However, this

study suggests that communication may be increasing among
subgroups, such as boys.

Furthermore, because FLE appears

to increase the comfort of adolescents when talking with
parents, communication may increase gradually as
participation in school-based programs continues.
These preliminary findings demonstrate the need for
longitudinal research to determine the actual impact of
school-based family life education programs.

If FLE is

causing boys to talk with their parents more, this change
can have significant long term effects on multiple aspects
of relations between the genders, including increased male
responsibility in sexual relationships.
This study also suggests that dating may accentuate
the process of turning from parents toward peers as a valued
source for sex-specific information.

Adolescents need

accurate information and clear guidelines about sexual
behavior particularly when they are dating.

Researchers,

schools, and parents need to identify what information
adolescents perceive as useful and needed, and then find
ways to effectively present it.
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Limitations.
Results of this study should be taken with caution.

On

the statistical level, the sample is nonrandom, and the
return rate is only moderate.
piloted on adolescents.
needed.

The instrument used was not

Factor analysis shows revisions are

A five-point scale with a midpoint may prove better

for purposes of statistical analyses.
On the design level, administration of the survey was
not uniform across groups.

How clearly and effectively the

survey and its purpose were explained to adolescents is
unknown.

Whether confidentiality was stressed is unknown.

These are important considerations when trying to obtain
reliable information from adolescents.
The results are difficult to interpret.
stated and measured in general terms.

Questions are

While talking may

have increased more among boys than girls, neither the
content nor the quality of discussions is known.
Furthermore, neither pretest information nor comparative
data from a control group is available to determine whether
increases in talking and comfort actually occurred.

Due to

the very low return rate of surveys from parents and
teachers, no additional data are available to substantiate
reported changes.

This is a serious shortcoming, but one

shared with much of the research in this area.
Implications for Program Development.
If increasing parent-child communication is a primary
program goal, then program developers and evaluators must
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consider the developmental and cultural characteristics of
targeted participants.

When the audience is adolescents

still living in families, characteristics of those families
need to be considered as well.

Furthermore, both program

components and evaluations must be designed that are
consistent with stated philosophies and goals.
Social control of behavior rather than support of
healthy development has dominated thinking about family life
education programs.

A focus on physical sexual abilities

with potentially problematic results (pregnancies, STDs,
AIDS) has overshadowed the cognitive and social growth that
presents new and immediate challenges for adolescents.

The

outcome of this study suggests that adolescents are not
getting the sex-specific information they identify as needed
from either their parents or sex education programs.
Dating is a salient developmental transition for early
adolescents.

While 6% of all eighth graders did not provide

information on age, every one completed dating frequency
information.

Dating appears to result in an increased

confidence in peers as resources for sex-specific
information.

Using peer teachers or peer-based discussions

may be a more developmentally effective means of addressing
sexuality education with adolescents than relying only on
adult teachers and adult-led discussions as modeled in most
other areas of the curriculum.
Seventy percent of eighth graders in this sample claim
they had already heard most of what was taught in FLE.

Are
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FLE programs devoting too much time to describing physical

changes which early adolescents today already know about?
Is too much time devoted to future adult responsibilities,
such as parenting skills, while the present challenges early
adolescents face, such as the transition to heterosexual
peer relations, are neglected?

Given the developing

cognitive characteristics of early adolescents, especially
their egocentrism and concrete thinking, dealing with the
future is difficult, especially if present needs are not
met.
When designing programs, what is salient to adolescents
and what they need to support the healthy development of
their human sexuality must be considered as well as
society's legitimate needs for social control of behavior.
When program designers do not take into account
developmental characteristics of adolescents, adolescents
can not or do not take in the information provided.
Valuable resources are thus wasted--and adolescents are left
on their own to fill the resulting gap.
Regarding parental involvement components, schools need
to educate parents about the developmental characteristics
of normal adolescents--and about the differences between
supporting healthy sexual development and controlling sexual
behavior.

Schools need to provide skill-building activities

which enable parents to become more effective and available
resources for their adolescents.
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Designing parental involvement programs also requires
knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of the intended
audience, or participation and effectiveness will be
minimal.

Racial and cultural differences among families as

functioning systems are typically not taken into account
when designing intervention programs (Alvy, 1987; Small,
1990).

This design deficit reduces the chances for success.

Adolescents from different racial groups appear to
perceive and utilize their parents as resources differently.
Black adolescents appear to be more open to parents as
resources.

Black parents appear to be more proactive in

some areas of sexual education.

These positive differences

should be acknowledged and supported in culturally
respectful ways.

Given the prediction that by 2030 minority

groups will represent about half of the public school
population, program designs based on white middle class
samples and values need to be seriously questioned.
Future Research.
Future research on adolescent sexuality and
parent-child communication needs to consider issues of
sample selection carefully.

Most past research in these

areas has utilized predominately white middle-class
populations, two-parent families, and late adolescents.
Narrow stereotypes and inappropriate generalizations have
resulted.

In addition,

the effects on familial interaction

patterns of racial differences in family processes, of
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non-traditional family structures, and of developmental
changes during adolescence remain uninvestigated.
Almost no empirical foundation exists upon which to
build sexuality education programs that can effectively
reach the audiences for which they are intended.

National

panels of "experts" advocate parental involvement
components, and millions of dollars are devoted to
"increasing parental involvement."

Yet, this current

solution to the decreasing age of onset of sexual activity
and the increasing rates of adolescent pregnancies,
abortions, and STDs is built on uninvestigated assumptions
and unrepresentative samples.
Research must move beyond the narrow approach of
counting behaviors for the purpose of social control of
behavior.

Sophisticated methodologies must be designed that

address issues of sexual development.
influence need to be explored.
to be delineated.

Multiple levels of

Developmental processes need

Differences within and between families

and among adolescents of varying ages must be taken into
account.

Longitudinal research is needed.

Finally, the special characteristics of adolescents
must be seriously considered in the design, wording, and
interpretation of survey instruments used to gather data and
evaluate existing intervention programs.

The item on which

most data was missing and which much was suspect was age.
While socially desirable responses to behavioral and
attitudinal questions have always been matters of concern,
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data on age has not been suspect.

Yet, age appears to be a

particularly sensitive topic for students grouped by
academic abilities (grades).

The assumption that age is

accurately reported by adolescents may not be a safe one.
Collaborative Research.
This study models a collaborative venture between
researchers interested in advancing knowledge about
adolescent development and practitioners engaged in carrying
out an existing program aimed at enhancing adolescent
development.

Since family life education is becoming part

of the adolescent experience, more program evaluation is
needed

(Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1989).

A partnership between researchers and school
practitioners is highly adaptive.

Researchers need access

to representative samples of adolescent populations; schools
have these subjects.

Schools need reliable knowledge and

procedures upon which they can build effective programs;
researchers have the training and tools to provide that.
On a practical level, collaboration produces better
results.

The knowledge schools have of the strengths and

weaknesses of their students as test-takers can guide
researchers in constructing instruments that produce
interpretable data.

The expertise researchers have in

designing controlled procedures for administering surveys
can increase the return rate and the accuracy of information
obtained.
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Schools also provide continued access to large numbers
of students throughout their adolescent years.
longitudinal research more feasible.

This makes

Researchers, unlike

school systems who are overburdened with a multitude of
diverse responsibilities, have the time, energy, and desire
to carry out longitudinal research.
Collaboration across disciplines is never easy.
requires open-mindedness and creative compromises.

It
However,

given the growing awareness of the risks of irresponsible
sexual behaviors and the increasing acceptance of
school-based sexuality education, the time is right for this
endeavor.

A partnership between schools and social

scientists can result in research that is immediately useful
for program enhancement and that builds a body of knowledge
about sexuality as a developmental process, rather than a
social problem.
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Appendix A
Student Survey

PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Family Life Education Evaluation

Student Survey: Grade 5 through High School

GenemJ Irun;rvction.,

Mark all of your responses on the accompanying General Purpose Answer Sheet.
Use a #2 pencil only. Make marks that completely fill the "bubbles" and erase
cleanly any marks you wish to change. DO NOT complete the "NAME," "BIRTH
DATE," "IDENTIFICATION NUMBER," or columns K, L, and M of the
"SPECIAL CODES" grids.

Identification and Background Information

Se:z:. Darken the appropriate "bubble" in the "SEX" grid on the top center of the
General Purpose Answer Sheet.

!Grade Level. Darken the numbered "bubble" in the "GRADE or EDUC" grid on
. the center of the answer sheet which corresponds to your current grade level.

I School. Print your school number in the boxes above the numbered bubbles in
columns N, 0, and P of the "SPECIAL CODES" grid on the center of the answer
sheet, then darken the appropriate bubble in each of those columns.

!
I

YourOpinions AboutfaroUy Llfe Education

Below is a list of questions related to the Family Life Education topics you have
studied. Please "bubble" your answer to each question on the General Purpose
Answer Sheet and make marks that completely fill each of the "bubbles." Your
responses are very important to us. All of your answers are private, so please
answer thoughtfully and honestly. There is no one correct answer.

l. I talk with my parents more about my worries because I had Family Life
Education.
A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree
D = Strongly Disagree
2. My friends are better sources
parents are.
A =
B =
C =
D =

of information about sex-specific topics than my
Strongly Agree
Agree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

3. I am able to say 'no' to friends who try to tell me to do things I think are
wrong or harmful.
A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree
D = Strongly Disagree

4. When I think my friends are doing something harmful, I tell them.
A
B
C
D

• Strongly Agree
Agree
Disagree
• Strongly Disagree

=
=

5. Sometimes I must act in certain ways because of what my friends might

think.

A
B
C
D

•
•
•
•

Strongly Agree
Agree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

6. I feel good about who I am most of the time.
A
B
C
D

• Strongly Agree
• Agree
• Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

7. When I solve problems in my life, I pick the first solution that comes to mind.
A
B
C
D
8. When I solve problems
consequences could be.
A
B
C
D

• Strongly Agree
= Agree
.. Disagree
= Strongly Disagree
in my life, I think about what the different
• Strongly Agree
= Agree
= Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

9. If I had a serious problem, my parent or another trusted adult would be a
better source of help than my friends.
A
B
C
D
10. The decisions we make
ourselves.
A
B
C
D

= Strongly Agree
= Agree
= Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

about our lives affect our families as well as
= Strongly Agree

= Agree
= Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

11. It is more important for boys to do well in school than for girls.
A
B
C
D

=

Strongly Agree

= Agree
= Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

12. It is more important for girls to know about having babies than for boys.
A
B
C
D

Strongly Agree
= Agree
= Disagree
• Strongly Disagree
=

13. It is important for me to have correct information about changes in my body
and emotions.
A • Strongly Agree
B • Agree
C • Disagree
D • Strongly Disagree
14. My parents should only give me information about sex when I ask for it.

A • Strongly Agree

B = Agree
C • Disagree
D = Strongly Disagree

15. When I talk with my parents about my worries, they do NOT listen.

A

= Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree
D = Strongly Disagree

16. When I talk with my parents about my worries, they understand.

A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree
D = Strongly Disagree
17. When I talk with my parents about my worries, it helps me.

A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree

C = Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

D

18. I wish my parents talked with me more about the worries I have.

A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree

D = Strongly Disagree
19. Family Life Education helped me feel more comfortable talking with my
parents about worries or private questions I have.

A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree

D = Strongly Disagree

20. Students who study Family Life Education topics are more likely to wait to be
sexually active until later.
A • Strongly Agree
B • Agree
C • Disagree
D ., Strongly Disagree
21. I already knew almost everything I heard in Family Life Education this year.
A
B
C
D

•
•
•
.,

Strongly Agree
Agree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

22. There are many benefits of waiting to be sexually active until you are ready to
be married.
A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree
D = Strongly Disagree
23. It is important for schools to teach students about the responsibilities of being
a parent and about parenting skills.
A
B
C
D

• Strongly Agree
• Agree
= Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

24. Using alcohol and drugs are harmful ways of coping with stress.
A
B
C
D

= Strongly Agree
Agree
Disagree
= Strongly Disagree
=
=

25. Setting goals is necessary if you want to succeed in life.
A
B
C
D

= Strongly Agree
= Agree
= Disagree
= Strongly Disagree

26. I know what community services to contact for help with difficult problems I
might encounter.
A = Strongly Agree
B = Agree
C = Disagree
D = Strongly Disagree

Information About Iounelf (Optional)
27. This school year I :
A
B
C
D
E

•
•
•
•
•

Dated about once a week
Dated one or two times a month
Dated two or three times this year
Did not date, but did in the past
Have not dated yet

A
B
C
D

•
•
•
..,

Oldest child
Middle child
Youngest child
Only child

A
B
C
D
E

•
•
•
•

A
B
C
D
E

= Asian
• Black
• Hispanic
• White
= Another ethnic group

A
B
C
D
E

=

28. In my family, I am the:

29. I live with:

30. I am:

31. My age group is:

One parent
Both parents
Parent and stepparent
Older brother/sister
= Other relative or adult

10 or younger
= 11-12
= 13-14
• 1�16
= 17 or older

Cororoents
What Family Life Education topics would you have liked to discuss more? You
may write your ideas in the space provided below.

Appendix B
Parent Survey

PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Family Life Education Evaluation
Parent Survey
Dear Parent:

Family Life Education is set up to help parents in the task of raising
responsible young people who respect themselves, their families, and others, and
who can make wise decisions about their behavior. We want to know if the
program is helping you and your child.
After you fill out the questionnaire, please seal it in the attached envelope
and send it back to your child's teacher. Thank you.
PART I: Please answer the following questions about the Family Life Education
Program in your child's school THIS YEAR. You may check your responses.
1. Look at the following list of Family Life Education topics covered in grades 5
through 12. Remember that ALL of these topics may not be covered at your child's
grade level. Please check the topics that you and your child talked about this year.
A. Feeling good about yourself
B. Honesty, respect, and trust in relationships with family and
friends
C. Thinking through decisions and setting goals
D. Protecting yourself from harm: the benefits of saying no to
drugs, alcohol, and unwanted touching
E. Benefits of avoiding sexual activity
F. Helping yourself: ways of coping with stress and peer
pressure; using sources of help in the community
G. Skills and responsibilities of parenthood
2. Look again at the list of Family Life Education topics in Question #1. Which
topics did your child ask you about this year? Write the letters of those topics in
the spaces below:
3. Which of the Family Life Education topics in Question #1 do you as a parent
think are most important for your child to understand now? Pick 3 and write the
letters of those topics in the spaces below:

4. How often this school year did your child talk with you about Family Life
Education topics?
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

At least once a week
Several times a month
Once a month
A couple of times this year
Never

5. Did having your child study Family Life Education change how much you
and your child talked about Family Life Education topics?
A.
B.
C.
D.

We talked less
We talked about the same
We talked a little more
We talked a lot more

6. Did taking Family Life Education make YOUR CHILD more comfortable
talking with you about personal topics, such as changes in their body, dating
behavior, peer pressure?
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Yes, a lot easier
Yes, a little
No difference
There was nothing we needed to discuss
Child did not ask to talk about anything this year

7. Did having your child in Family Life Education make it easier for YOU to
bring up topics that you felt were important to discuss with your child?
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Yes, a lot easier
Yes, a little
No difference
There was nothing we needed to discuss
Child did not ask to talk about anything this year

8. Overall, how helpful was the part of Family Life Education that your child
had this year?
A.
B.
C.
D.

Very helpful
Somewhat helpful
A little helpful
Not at all helpful as far as I could tell

Part II: Your answers to questions 9 through 11 will help us plan for NEXT
YEAR's Family Life Education Program.
9. Would you be interested m attending small group discussions about
parenting?
A. Yes

B. No

10. If workshops for parents were offered, which topics would be most useful to
you? Check as many as apply.
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.

Physical and emotional changes in children at adolescence
How to talk with my child
How to discipline my child
Information about drugs and alcohol
Information about sex-specific topics
Other:

11. Parents have given many different reasons for why it is hard to talk with
their children about topics such as drugs, alcohol, and sexuality. Some of these
reasons are listed below. Check all of those which apply to you.
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.
I.

I am not sure when to talk about certain topics
I am not comfortable with the topics
I am not comfortable with the questions my child asks
I do not have enough information
My child does not want to talk
Professionals can communicate better
My parents never talked with me so I am not sure that I know how
Other:
I have no trouble discussing these questions with my teenager

Part III: Comments. Is there anything else you would like to tell us about the
Family Life Education program from your view as parent?

PART IV: Back ground Information (Optional). To help us know if we are
meeting the needs of all our families, please answer the following questions.
12. Your child is in grade:
13. Your child's age is:
14. Your child is:

A. Female

_ B. Male

15. Your child is:
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Asian
Black
Hispanic
White
Other

A.
B.
C.
D.

Oldest
Middle
Youngest
Only child

15. Your child is:

16. This school year, your child:
A.
B.
C.
C.
D.

Dated about once a week
Dated one or two times a month
Dated two or three times this year
Did not date but has dated in the past
Has not dated yet

17. Your child attends:

School

18. Your child lives with:
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

One parent
Both parents
Parent and stepparent
Older brother/sister
Other relative or adult

19. Your relationship to your child is:
A.
B.
C.
D.

Mother
Father
Relative
Guardian

20. The highest grade you completed in school is:

Please return this to your child's teacher. Thank you for your time.

Appendix C
Teacher Survey

PUBLIC SCHOOLS
Family Life E.dncat:ion Evaluation

School:
Grade Level:
Introduction: A concern expresaed in teacher surveys returned last year was
how to involve parents more in Family Life Education. To help us determine if
this is a widespread concern among teachers, and if it is, how to address this
need, please answer the following questions.
Part I: Please write your response in the spaces provided.
1.

How many times were you contacted by parents/guardians about
concerns they had about their children's development? Give
estimated number of times during the year.

2.

Based on the Family Life Education topics you taught this year, do
you believe Family Life Education is increasing parental
involvement in student's learning?
a) I definitely see evidence of t.his
b) I sometimes see evidence
c) I don't see evidence, but believe it is

d) I don't believe so

3.

If there is an increase, who is becoming more active in the home?
a) Student
b) Parent/trusted

c) Both

adult

For Questions 4 • 7, use the following response choices for each item:
a) 90-100% of the time
b) 75% (3 out of 4 classes)

c) 50% (2 out of 4 classes)
d) 25% (1 out of 4 classes)
e) 10% or Jess

4.

How often did you suggest students discuss class topics with parents
or some trusted adult?

5.

How regularly did you follow up with questions about what they
learned from these discussions?

6.

How often did you give students specific Family Life Education
activities to do with a parent/trusted adult?

7.

How often were you able to discuss in class what they learned from
these specific activities?

Part ll: Based on your observations of the implementation of Family Life
Education this year, please rate each of the possible effects of the
program using the following scale:
1 (Very Little)
2
3
4
5 (Veey Much)
8. How much ia Family Life Education increasing students' ability to
verbalize their questiona and values?
9. How much is Family Life Education increaaing students' com.fort
with diacuasing personal topics?
10. How much is Family Life Education increasing students' use of
adults as resources?
11. How often this year did students come to you outside of class time for
suggestions on how to deal with personal problems?
12. Give estimated number of times:
13. How often this year did you refer students to school and community
sources for help in solving problems they brought to you?
14. Give estimated number of times:
Part m: You may write in the space provided or on another page.
15. What specific types of parental involvement could we strive to increase?

16. What actions could promote this?

17. Other comments and/or concerns:
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